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The phenomenon of workplace partnership has attracted significant academic interest.  This article uses case study evidence from a traditional heavy engineering MNC context to examine how the pursuit of collaborative strategies impacted the roles of a multi-layered, mature community of trade union shop stewards. The analytical lens of legitimacy is used to provide insight into the contrasting experiences of senior and sectional stewards – a hitherto overlooked area. Our work suggests limitations at one level of representation may be offset by advances at another, and thus aids understanding of the conditions underpinning the impact of partnership. 
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Introduction
An important component of the changing terrain of British industrial relations has been the rise of the phenomenon of workplace partnership. Although remaining a ‘vague and ambiguous concept’ (Stuart and Martinez Lucio (2005a: 3), standard formulations cite consensual managerial-labour relations (e.g. Johnstone et al. 2009: 261) and a commitment to mutual gains as core partnership principles (e.g. Kochan and Osterman, 1994). While much has been written on this topic (see Johnstone et al. 2009 for an overview) few papers have taken the shop steward movement as the core focus of study – Geary and Roche (2003), Samuel (2005) and Stuart and Martinez Lucio (2005b) are notable exceptions. This deficit is surprising given Marsh’s (1963:20) famous observation that ‘to the membership the steward is the union’ (emphasis added).  As such union representatives are fundamental to the operation, success, and ultimate legitimacy of partnership.  This article seeks to address this shortcoming by tracking how partnership was experienced by a mature and institutionally stable shop steward community.  It explores how the legitimacy of the role holders was challenged and reconstituted through the new institution of partnership over a five year period, including the 2008/9 recessionary onset. The principal contribution is that in distinguishing between the experiences of senior and sectional stewards, it captures the multi-layered nature of the steward organization, and; importantly, the emergent challenges to the legitimacy of the different representative players. 

The material is divided into four sections. Initially the relevant conceptual and theoretical literature is reviewed followed by an overview of the means of data capture. The main body of the article provides an analysis of the partnership experience of shop stewards by examining first, the genesis of partnership working in the study organization, and second the impact of partnership over the five year study period. In the concluding section the resultant tensions and interplay within the shop steward community are afforded theoretical scrutiny.  

Conceptual and theoretical overview
The term ‘shop steward’ is typically defined as ‘a lay trade union officer who represents co-workers at workplace level’ (Heery and Noon, 2001: 328). The shop steward ‘organization’ comprises a hierarchy of functional roles with potentially divergent objectives. Generally speaking, the ‘local’ will be headed by a full-time convenor responsible for developing policy with other senior stewards.   Below this ‘quasi-élite’ (Batstone et al. 1977: 33-35) are ‘sectional’ (Darlington, 1994: 40) stewards. Elected by, and directly accountable to a specific group of workers, ‘such activists organise and articulate the experiences and aspirations of the membership’ (Hyman, 1979: 61).  The two groups thus address representative issues at different levels. Senior shop stewards are more concerned with overarching policies and union-management agreements, while sectional shop stewards tend to deal with operational and ‘case work’ (see below) issues that affect the everyday work of the local membership.

Shop steward power is largely dependent upon the continuing support of the membership (Goodman and Whittingham, cited in Darlington, 1994: 30) and the legitimacy thus bestowed. Legitimacy in this sense is instrumentally or ‘pragmatically’ derived (see Suchman, 1995) from the self-interests of the constituents who will expect the union to be responsive (Chaison and Bigelow, 2002: 9-10).  Sectional stewards will perforce take a parochial view of the consequences of change to systems of corporate governance, including by inference partnership, given their function is to pursue the specific concerns of individuals or groups within the workforce. Senior stewards, while similarly elected, will seek the endorsement of the workforce (and enterprise) at large and will accordingly be cognizant of the broader implications of partnership. Scholars of workplace partnership have not hitherto drawn a systematic distinction between the two groupings (see e.g. Martin 2010).  A potentially more robust approach is to plot the differential dealings of the senior stewards (including the workplace convenor) and their sectional colleagues against both their managerial counterparts and the membership (see Darlington, 1994 and Samuel, 2005). This approach has significant analytical purchase because the experiences of the two groups of stewards and the demands and challenges to their legitimacy will be driven significantly by their position in the local union hierarchy. Similarly, given that legitimacy is ‘generalized’ and ‘transcends specific acts or occurrences’ (Chaison and Bigelow, 2002: 6) it is necessary to systematically disaggregate both levels of representation to fully gauge the impact of partnership on union credibility.  Failings at one level could conceivably be offset by advances at another. The strains resulting from the stewards’ shifting ‘boundary’ (Partridge, 1977: 30) relationships, both with their managerial counterparts and the membership, are further explored below.

Shop stewards, partnership and potential tensions at the managerial and employee interface
The position of unions as entities that are both part of and in opposition to capital (Fairbrother and Waddington, 1990: 44) instils a high degree of complexity into union-management relations.  Partnership, with the associated dismantling of adversarial industrial relations (Stuart and Martinez Lucio, 2005a: 12) and the certainties they provided, however, generates added complications for workplace representatives (see, for example, Harrisson et al. 2011). Exploring this issue  through the lens of shifting identity,  Harrisson et al. (2011) argue such activists find themselves ‘challenged’ as they try to balance the traditional role of ‘defender’ with that of ‘partner’.  An important issue is the sources of legitimacy often conferred on stewards as a result of their defensive role may be jeopardized. Stewards hence need to ensure the new role of partner is seen as yielding outcomes that bolster or enhance their legitimacy in the eyes of the membership. 

The shop stewards’ relationship with management has long been characterized by a tension between resistance and accommodation (Darlington, 1994: 28-29), or more starkly, autonomy verses incorporation (Hyman, 1979: 60). Partnership, however, creates simultaneous pressures for both proximity and distance (Harrisson et al. 2011: 415). It reflects a complex relational context which shop stewards must navigate; one which has consequences for the accumulation and potential destruction of the legitimacy of their role. The impact of these competing tensions and how stewards navigate the uncertainties of the relational terrain underpinning partnership remains under explored. 

In terms of ideology one of the core tenets of partnership is the ‘institutional centrality’ (Batstone et al. 1977: 10) and hence legitimacy afforded to trade unions by management.  A logical corollary is the extension of union influence over a broader range of issues (see Samuel, 2005). This shifting dynamic is often marked by incursions into so called ‘managerial relations’ that involve the use of labour (e.g. team working and job rotation; see Terry, 2003: 493) where membership interests may be less easy to define compared to negotiations centred on the terms and conditions of employment – i.e. the price of labour.  Similarly, the ‘low key’ (Johnstone et al. 2010: 392) nature of the partnership process, focussed less on the exercise and threat of manifest power, than persuasion, makes it hard for representatives to acquire legitimacy in the traditional manner – i.e. through the demonstration of influence and independence from management (e.g. Johnstone et al. 2010: 392). This is particularly so where unions become involved in the process of change management rather than the traditional stance of outright resistance or concession bargaining. As Martinez Lucio and Stuart (2002: 318) note, gains are not easily visualized by members and partnership thus represents a high risk strategy (e.g. Stuart and Martinez Lucio, 2005b: 115). This places considerable demands on shop stewards to develop appropriate and new strategies to retain and acquire legitimacy. The risks are further amplified by the often less than optimal managerial commitment to partnership principles (see Martinez Lucio and Stuart, 2002: 318). Under such conditions it is difficult for stewards to achieve gains for the membership, potentially diminishing the credibility of stewards as effective representatives.  

Darlington (1994: 33) asserts that stewards’ relationships vis-à-vis managers and constituents are inextricably linked. An important issue for legitimacy building in partnership contexts is the need for greater impartiality to enable the interests of both parties (capital and labour) to be taken into account.  Demonstration of an overtly managerialist approach (e.g. the policing of managerial policy), however, is likely to result in a ‘dramatic weakening’ of shop steward-member relations (see Rittau and Dundon, 2010).  The perceived dereliction of defensive duties could ultimately compromise the legitimacy stewards rely on to discharge their functions effectively and their ability to ‘exert authority’ (Hyman, 1979: 59) over the workforce.

Using the framework of stewards as a multi-layered community this article argues senior and sectional stewards are likely to experience the aforementioned challenges to their legitimacy with differing degrees of intensity.  Senior stewards are particularly exposed given the anticipated widening of their governance responsibilities and status as business partners. Partnership accentuates the potential for senior local actors to become ‘semi-bureaucratised’ (Hyman, 1979:61) and detached from the shop floor (see Darlington, 1994: 30). Similarly, the necessity for a degree of ‘institutional distance’ and the ‘filtering and prioritizing of multiple, fragmentary and often contradictory grievances’ (Hyman, 1997: 31) lends itself to the potential disaffection of some constituents. Such pressures are likely to be less acute for sectional stewards given their more immediate relationship with the shop floor and identification with a single constituency.

The material that follows accordingly seeks to further our understanding of the potentially variegated shop steward experience of partnership. It analyses how shifting social dynamics at the managerial level emphasising collaboration served to condition (a) the experience of shop stewards of different ranks and (b) the legitimacy each derives from the membership.  The latter is crucial to the outcomes of voluntary partnership arrangements. For stewards, legitimacy represents an important resource that may be used to mobilize collective protest should management renege on its partnership obligations e.g. job security. Equally, the standing and status of local representatives is important for managers because the stewards’ mandate is ultimately required to endorse the shift to more collaborative relations. To contextualize the material a methodological synopsis is initially presented followed by a description of the study organization.

Research Strategy
This article draws on a longitudinal case study of a partnership initiative which formed part of a broader cultural change programme in Engco. The research captured detailed qualitative data from shop stewards concerning their role in the partnership process.  The context of the study is significant as the research period (2006-2011) spanned the 2008/9 recession. This provided a solid backdrop against which to explore various pressures surrounding the functionality of shop stewards in the partnership process. 

The findings draw heavily on interviews undertaken with eleven stewards ​​– four senior representatives (including the plant convenor) and seven of their sectional counterparts. The majority of the respondents were interviewed on more than one occasion over a five year time frame generating twenty five hours of interviews. The stewards were all long-serving employees with considerable representative experience. Beyond this core group corroboratory testimony was derived from 120 interviews undertaken with managers and employees.  The managerial respondents comprised a structured horizon​tal and vertical sample – including junior, middle and senior man​agers, undertaking both operational and support (mostly HR) functions. Discussions were held with a cross-section of the shop floor population taking in both skilled (craft and maintenance) and semi-skilled (‘process worker’) grades. All interviews, which lasted fifty minutes on average, were recorded, transcribed and analysed using QSR software. 

 Two employee surveys were distributed alongside the collation of performance metrics as part of the case study process.  The employee surveys covered a sample of the workforce population: 401 responses in 2006 and 611 in 2008, 99% response rate. In addition the research team matched 201 responses at time one with time two.  We refer only briefly to these data where they had relevance and aided data triangulation (see Appendix 1). The full methodological details of the survey and performance metrics are not presented here due to space, but can be provided by the authors on request.

A further feature of the study was the use of non-participant observation. This included scrutiny of employee ‘away days,’ where the necessity for workplace cooperation and consensus was outlined. During such events less structured discussions were also held, these served to verify the broader accuracy of the interview accounts. Use was similarly made of a wide range of documentary data e.g. plant and corporate newsletters. 

Case description
Engco is a specialist heavy engineering, first tier supplier to various ‘blue chip’ organizations in the construction, automotive, packaging, aerospace and ‘yellow goods’ industries.  Around one third of the global workforce of 6,000 is employed in the UK at five locations.  Two trade unions are recognized; one for semi and unskilled i.e. ‘process’ workers, the other for the craft grades (hereafter referred to as the ‘general’ and ‘craft’ unions). Pay negotiations take place at national level, local discussions being restricted to the detail surrounding the calculation of bonus payments. Levels of trade union membership are high across the UK units – a legacy of the organization’s status as a former nationalized entity. HR managers at the study plant estimated this to be 90% of the permanent workforce. 

The industrial relations climate was described by managers, union representatives and workers as ‘confrontational’, ‘fractious’ and ‘adversarial’.  Animosity was in large part a legacy of various downsizing episodes instigated over the preceding 25 years. The resulting lack of trust was manifest in what senior stewards described as a restricted and defensive managerial approach to consultation. The net result was highly prescriptive procedural and manning agreements, closely monitored by a well organized team of shop stewards.     






Immediately following his appointment the new MD set about thawing relations with the trade unions. Consistent with other studies (e.g. Gall, 2005), the unions’ capability to confer legitimacy on the agenda for change was deemed crucial by management for employee acceptance. Data from the employee survey administered early in the change process flagged that ‘building better workforce and management working relations’ was perceived an equally high priority to both the workforce and management (Appendix 1). The MD set about rebuilding relations with the senior stewards through various conciliatory gestures. First, input was invited vis-à-vis the content of a series of ‘away days’ that sought to sell the benefits of organizational change to the unions and workforce at large. The ‘politics of investment’ (Martinez Lucio and Weston, 1994:13) became an integral component of such gatherings. The under performance of the study plant was routinely contrasted with its world-class European counterpart – the requirements for efficient energy usage and quality improvements being afforded prominence as necessary conditions for future investment (field notes).   Notwithstanding the rather crude use of ‘coercive comparisons’ (Mueller and Purcell, 1992), the evidence from interviews and the employee surveys suggested this new transparency did much to re-inject trust into managerial-shop floor relations.   Second, the elevated status of the senior stewards as partners was manifest in the changing tenor of consultation. Previously ‘a stone throwing exercise’ (convenor), the reformed format involved the cascading of hitherto inaccessible and confidential metrics on energy and raw material costs, market projections, profitability and the overall state of the business. This downward cascade of information was in turn utilized by the sectional stewards placing them in a stronger position to deal with queries regarding performance and investment etc. Management, perhaps in recognition of the potentially destabilizing effect of partnership, created a position through which both sets of stewards could seek legitimacy with the membership.  The employee survey suggested that management were also benefitting from this close collaboration with the unions to the extent that employee perceptions of the trustworthiness of management information significantly improved over time (Appendix 1).

As the process matured the senior representatives took on a more explicitly quasi-managerial function. For example, joint working parties were convened to explore various long-standing operational, environmental and HR policy issues.  While the senior representatives were for the most part enthused by their more proximate relationship to management, the financial crisis of 2008 and its aftermath did pose problems. Shrinking orders meant the consultative process became preoccupied with cost savings and efficiency issues. One upshot was a range of jointly agreed solutions under an initiative badged ‘Facing the Storm’. This served to avoid the necessity for redundancies, but as one HR manager conceded, involved the ‘delivery of some difficult messages’ by the unions. One example was the case for de-contractualization where some of the less specialist, ‘more disagreeable work’ (e.g. industrial cleaning) was brought in house. This involved the senior stewards of the general union having to ‘remind’ the ‘less receptive’ process workers that there were new agreements in place regarding workplace mobility: 

I meet with the engineer in my department once a fortnight to see what work we’ve got on contract and if we can work out how to man it up with our own labour…so yes there is flexibility. [But] sometimes I am the next best thing to dog **** – and I get told it. I say, look, my priority is to look after you; that’s the objective, having jobs –– we’ve got to bend (senior steward).


Those workers directly affected by the 60% drop in the use of contract labour were prone to question internal union practices and procedures. Some argued many long-standing agreements had been ‘signed away’ by the senior stewards without any input from the membership: 

You’ve got to understand they [management] will get away with what they can …There are no other rules…If there is a change in work pattern you’re supposed to consult the members…[But] management called in the union representatives and without consulting the workforce they agreed. The day-to-day representation on the floor is nil (process worker).


The perceived ineffectual stance of the general union, bred cynicism in certain quarters. One disaffected respondent wryly observed, ‘we have got the most expensive diary in the world – we pay for a union and get a diary!’ 

While there was a managerial belief that both unions ‘understood the challenges’ Engco was facing, the craft union was regarded as the least accommodating. This was as one manager conceded, a result of the membership being ‘sold down the river’ on previous occasions. Especially significant was a highly controversial team working initiative launched in 1999 – the necessity to undertake unskilled work rendered this a substantial source of rancour amongst the affected craft grades.  The legacy was a cadre of demotivated and underutilized craft workers. The path dependencies created  by ‘poor legacies of involvement’ (see Martinez Lucio and Stuart, 2004: 202) had a profound impact on the capacity the stewards had to garner new strategies of legitimacy building, differentiating the scope open to the craft as compared to the general union. Some of the more accommodating senior craft stewards conceded they were perceived in some quarters as having moved to the ‘dark side’ in view of their closer dealings with management. One senior craft representative faced shop floor accusations of being ‘brainwashed’ and sensed his legitimacy and hence effectiveness was waning. Combined, the legacy of the team working debacle and recently enhanced proximity to management had undermined his legitimacy, authority and ability to control the workforce: 

A lot of people don’t think I am a fighter any more - I just go along with things. I don’t feel that but a lot of people do…I think as far as the influence of the shop stewards are concerned I have got less influence now. If I lose that authority within my own department, the same as any shop steward, what you will find is you can’t direct people and they will go off in splinters.   


Both sets of sectional stewards, conversely, believed that for the most part they carried the support of the workforce. Nonetheless, there was an acceptance that the legitimacy of their position was potentially unstable and the financial crisis had clearly made the job more challenging.  Some workers believed the shrinking order book was forcing the managerial ‘hawks’ (see Gall, 2005:166) back to a pre partnership style of management –‘the gloves are off now…regardless of anybody’s sensitivities’ – was how one team member summed up the situation.  Emergent discrepancies in managerial behaviour were causing unease and stress for the stewards. Consider here the controversial decision to reduce the amount of overtime allocated to the team leader and staff grades as a component of their annualized hours contracts.  This change had been invoked without consultation, ‘to be honest we [management] made the decision on it and told them [unions] what was happening. We knew we wouldn’t get any agreement on it’ (HR manufacturing manager). The affected sectional stewards were left to face the fallout – 

Some people had got 100 [hours] and they lost the lot in one go – it can be a lot of money…it’s a few grand a year, it could be a holiday… so yes, there has been a bit of pain (sectional steward, general union). 


In another notorious incident a manager had instructed team leaders to take on a more managerially focused remit, again without any dialogue with the unions to this effect. Team leaders had traditionally been regarded as ‘one of the boys’ (sectional steward, general union) and several were reluctant to involve themselves in, for example, disciplinary matters, even though this was part of their formal job description. Management had agreed such workers might be ‘bumped back’ to team member status notwithstanding the lack of any procedural agreement to this effect, generating concerns over job security.  Given the rhetoric of partnership the information vacuum was a source of considerable embarrassment to one sectional steward  who complained of being ‘bypassed’ and having his ‘phone ringing off the bloody hook’ with agitated members:

My concern is that they are telling team leaders that they’re going to come back into the teams [but] there is no space in the teams. They’re not involving the union and giving them information. Team members now are screaming they’re worried for their jobs.


 Such events coincided with a £10 per month hike in subscriptions to the general union. One consequence was members were ‘starting to ask a few more questions [of the union]’ (team member). Some complained of an absence of transparency over the issue, ‘we haven’t seen a union rep’ going around, going up to the membership saying look this is why we’ve had to put the money up’. More significantly, the increase in fees acted as a focal point around which a number of individual grumbles regarding the quality of shop floor representation subsequently began to coalesce. A case in point was one team members who frustratingly had to wait six months to get aspects of ‘pay back’ sorted out – a not uncommon scenario.  

Ultimately, however, given their greater proximity to management, it was the senior stewards who were more immediately preoccupied with issues of credibility and legitimacy. It was acknowledged the loss of credibility both diluted the senior stewards’ traditional defensive remit of workforce mobilization (Kelly, 1998) and dissipated their ability to underwrite and legitimize the partnership accord. This mosaic of outcomes thus created a differential conferment of legitimacy on the two levels of the steward community. For the senior stewards their capacity to ‘contain, control and manipulate’ the membership (Hyman, 1989:158) was deemed to be compromised. 

A further component of change management was the enhanced focus placed on safety. This agenda was vigorously pursued through various interventions including the creation of a dedicated team of ‘safety coaches’. Indeed, over the course of the research period there was a reduction in the number of lost-time accidents and no further fatalities (points verified through data collected by the research team).  Ongoing efficiency concerns did nonetheless generate a tension between productivity and safety metrics. This was experienced most acutely by the senior stewards who were called upon to adjudicate over such matters. Respondents were highly sensitive to the frictions underpinning the requirement to balance their traditional function of defender with that of partner (see Harrisson et al. 2011:412) which was found to be both disorientating and stressful.   One senior craft steward noted the following incident:

Some of the things have been bitter pills to swallow, things that I wouldn’t have accepted in the past, I have bent a little…I had a phone call at the house this week. A high pressure valve had pipework taken away from it.  There has always been an agreement that we don’t work on high pressure under the hours of darkness. It is very hard to see high pressure, it could blow a hole in you. In the past I would have said, ‘no you don’t work on it’. My attitude now is look at the job and risk assess it yourself. Make sure the whole line is isolated and drained down – then if you feel safe – do it. In the past I would have said no. But now I tend to [think] well let’s get the plant to work and make sure we do it safely.  
   

For sectional stewards the practical outcome of the greater emphasis on safety was the more robust policing of manning levels. Under the cultural change programme workers were encouraged to ‘challenge’ poor safety behaviours as part of a ‘Be Safe’ initiative.  If directed at managers by local ‘champions’ – some of whom were sectional stewards –  such ‘challenges’ had to be formally logged and responded to within a specific time frame. The enhanced transparency afforded by greater formalization raised the profile of staffing issues, and resulted in constructive discussions between some local representatives and the more receptive departmental managers:

They [management] gave us more manning. They listened to what we had to say …We talked about different areas that weren’t working and what we thought as a group and they listened! (sectional steward, general union). 

Some team members commented that ‘safety had improved dramatically’ in their area, noting local stewards were ‘definitely’ a useful vehicle through which to raise manning issues.  Within the survey the shop floor average rating of organizational ‘safety culture’ (Appendix 1) was similarly significantly enhanced plausibly reflecting such improvements. 
  
In sum, for senior stewards the recalibration of emphasis away from resistance towards accommodation created a significant degree of introspection and stress as to how these competing demands on their legitimacy might best be balanced. Such pressures were especially acute within the highly emotive area of H&S – a dynamic routinely experienced in the form of ‘role conflict’ (see Harrisson et al. 2011: 414). Conversely, for some sectional stewards the issue of safety had been pragmatically utilized to address long-standing concerns over manning – a development welcomed by their constituents and one that had conceivably contributed to ongoing improvements in H&S metrics. 

Case work 
Analysis of case work – i.e. representation of the individual interests of employees in grievance and disciplinary matters – further highlighted the fragile nature of the legitimacy enjoyed by the senior stewards. It additionally illustrated the differential experiences and functionality of the two steward groupings. Not least, the focus of the senior stewards on the role of partner – and the bureaucracy this implies – set against the sectional stewards’ more traditional defensive stance. 

In line with their more proximate relationship to management – and indeed, the expanding quasi-managerial remit – the senior stewards became active in the field of HR policy development.  A highly pertinent contextual initiative was the emergence of a set of corporate values. The relevant principles – honesty, respect, integrity, excellence and fairness – were to act as a behavioural reference point. The resultant coda had been devised at a three day workshop involving managers, team leaders, suppliers and senior union officials.  It was subsequently published alongside the standard workplace rules and regulations in a red booklet, signed by the senior managerial team and endorsed by their union counterparts. The contents were cascaded to all employees via dedicated communication events where workers were extolled ‘to go away and live the red book’ (senior shop steward, general union) and formally sign their own support for the values. Those failing to do so were required to explain such recalcitrance directly to the MD.  This stance, which had the support of the senior union officials, was broadly viewed as excessively heavy handed. As one process worker noted:

I don’t consider that honesty and integrity and whatever should be an ultimatum, they should be a choice - you should want to act like that. [So] first of all I resisted, not because I particularly disagreed with the values but it was the way that it was delivered.  – ‘sign it or else’.  So I thought under those kinds of terms I won’t sign anything.  So I accidentally on purpose forgot to sign it hoping that my signature, or lack of, would be lost in the system.


The potential utility of the ‘red book’ was quickly grasped by sectional stewards who utilized the contents in a narrow and defensive manner to further the interests of constituents.  Some became increasingly adept at the skilful use of ‘linguistic resources’ (Kirkbride, 1992:77), (counter) mobilizing the values innovatively as part of their established role as guardians of employee welfare and ‘conscience of the company’ (Samuel, 2005:73). HR personnel recounted examples of representatives rehearsing these principles to gain case work concessions. One effect of such leverage was ‘the clouding’ (HR manager) of the nature of sanctions applied for various misdemeanours. Working while under the influence of drugs or alcohol, for example, in line with the values of ‘fairness’ and ‘improvement’, was increasingly met with a programme of rehabilitation, rather than summary dismissal – the standard tariff for an offence of gross misconduct. This caused one HR business partner to opine, ‘I think they [sectional stewards] are turning something that could be so positive to meet their own ends… We have got guys operating [heavy] machinery down there, they could be high on drugs [and] we are not going to sack them!’ 

Consistent with the principles of partnership the new rules of the game required the stewards not to act as out-and-out defence advocates but rather to invoke ‘communication and trust’ (sectional steward, general union) towards the development of joint solutions to prevent future misdemeanours. This process involved holding a ‘proper conversation’ (sectional steward, general union) with management based on the full facts. Thus, prior to a disciplinary hearing transgressors were told,  
 
You’ve got to go in and hold your hands up and give them all the evidence as to why you are like you are now. Why you haven’t been turning up for work occasionally, why you’ve been a bit unreliable in your job. Let’s get the issues out…(sectional steward, general union).   

   
Stewards noted that even though this more inquisitorial and open approach had yielded tangible gains for employees, it nevertheless remained contentious with certain elements of the workforce, bringing their credibility into question: 

It can be uncomfortable [for the stewards]…people want you to go in there and defend them and say the right thing and bang the drum [as] in years gone by (sectional steward).


The legacy of distrust rendered constituents uneasy with the release of certain types of personal information e.g. marital breakdown and addiction. While influence was unquestionably exerted, the subtle slant to case work rendered it more difficult to demonstrate autonomy from management compared to the erstwhile approach founded on adversarialism. One team member, for example, alluded to a lack of ‘fight’ and spoke nostalgically of a former shop steward ‘who was known to go into the [HR] office with “no” tattooed on his forehead’. Sectional stewards were hence far from immune from anxiety, self-examination and the necessity to carefully nurture their own legitimacy.

Discussion 
Despite the vast literature on partnership (see Johnstone et al 2009: 260) there are limited data directly exploring how trade union representatives experience the shift to more collaborative modes of corporate governance. Furthermore, what information there is largely treats workplace representatives as an undifferentiated group (e.g. Rittau and Dundon, 2010). This is problematic because senior stewards will have more immediate dealings with management than their sectional counterparts and such proximity is likely to drive a diverse set of experiences, tensions and challenges. This may in turn differentially enhance or tarnish the legitimacy of senior and sectional stewards in the eyes of the membership. The evidence presented broadly supports this supposition in that the senior stewards were exposed to managerial norms with a greater degree of intensity.  This more immediate proximity in turn influenced their standing within certain workforce constituencies.  

It has long been accepted that the function of stewards is marked by role ambiguity (see e.g. Partridge, 1977: 40). It was the Janus faced ‘dual identification’ (Harrisson, 2011: 416) with both constituents and managers that made the function of the senior stewards stressful and disorientating. Certainly the primary commitment remained the interests of their constituents. However, there was clear evidence that maintaining sufficient managerial distance was difficult.  The respondents were at times vexed on where the precise balance between ‘co-operative and adversarial’ (Harrisson et al. 2011: 16) relations should lie. This was evidenced in the highly charged area of H&S where senior stewards reflected on the acceptance of ‘unpalatable’ decisions. The trade-offs between the competing demands of partner and defender involved quite literally an ongoing process of risk assessment (see Martinez Lucio and Stuart, 2005). Given the complexities involved, uncertainties and introspection regarding the balance struck between accommodation and resistance were apparent.   Sectional stewards were conversely far less preoccupied with aspects of co-decision, policy formulation and the more important judgments that could reign in prerogative. The relationship with managers was less proximate than that of their senior counterparts.  There was accordingly less spillover into the constituent interface and role conflict was less evident.   

An important corollary to the above observations was some divergence in the degree of legitimacy enjoyed by the two sets of actors. The findings indicated senior representatives were especially exposed with respect to challenges to status and credibility.  The senior team were broadly successful in carrying the support of the membership; an outcome derived significantly from the absence of ‘economic pain’ (e.g. job losses amongst directly employed workers) despite difficult trading conditions.  Their standing was nonetheless tarnished in the eyes of those workers adversely affected by key decisions around workplace flexibility, e.g. decontractualization, a dynamic that threatened to destabilize the success of the broader project. Sectional stewards were less troubled in this respect and relations with the shop floor were little changed. Defensive duties remained the overriding priority and the language of partnership, with its associated values, provided a powerful new lexicon to be employed tactically to further constituents’ interests. 

In terms of partnership outcomes the findings speak to the important issue of the resilience of partnership within voluntaristic systems of industrial relations such as those found within the UK and Ireland. Where there is an absence of regulation to support the reciprocal obligations implied within partnership it has been claimed there is a temptation for managers to withdraw from such pacts as a result of short-term economic exigencies (see Streeck, 1998).  According to Roche and Geary (2002: 662-3), however, other factors or ‘functional equivalents’ can serve to underpin management-trade union cooperation – not least union strength. The potential strength or power of a trade union will be derived from a number of sources including the level of union density (Dobbins and Gunnigle, 2009: 558) and a history of militancy (Dobbins and Gunnigle, 2009: 553). Legitimacy is a precondition for both and ‘captures an important element of an organization’s access to resources’ (Chaison and Bigelow, 2002:9). As such legitimacy may be viewed as an integral component of the institutional ‘glue’ that cements voluntary partnership.  On the one hand the legitimacy conferred on the shop steward community is essential to management given the necessity for employee acceptance of both partnership and change management. On the other, it represents a necessary precondition for workforce mobilization (Chaison and Bigelow, 2002: 100) and thus restricts the potential for opportunistic managerial behaviour. According to Suchman (1995: 574) legitimacy ‘represents an umbrella evaluation’ that is dependent upon a history of events. This multi-faceted aspect of legitimacy was echoed within the findings underlining how scrutiny of the legitimacy gains and losses of different groups of representatives is essential to understanding the legitimacy of and support for unions. Specifically, the data suggest employee concerns regarding the perceived shortcomings of senior steward behaviour (e.g. the signing of flexibility agreements) might be counter balanced by gains secured at sectional level – several sectional stewards were successful in generating legitimacy around specific issues e.g. manning levels.  One inference is that heterogeneity in the local steward network may buttress the legitimacy and hence power of unions helping to sustain voluntaristic partnership. By implication, these buffering effects may not be as discernible in a less layered network of stewards such as those found in smaller organizations. Of course, in some settings the potential for disagreement and fragmentation at the two levels could act to diminish legitimacy. The recognition of the differential effects of partnership on legitimacy building and the management of the relationship between these two communities thus raises training issues for Unions.





The findings indicate there is much to be gained from a differential, multi-layered analysis of the shop steward experience of partnership and other aspects of organizational change. This is not least because the findings demonstrate the interaction between the different levels of the steward community can work in a positive way to buttress legitimacy overall and deliver outcomes off-setting damaging incidents or threats to representative credibility. From a heuristic standpoint the findings suggest the various binary devices posited to capture shop steward behaviour – e.g. defender/partner (Harrisson et al. 2011:412), resistance/accommodation (Darlington, 1994: 28-29) and autonomy /incorporation (Hyman, 1979: 60) need to be employed with a greater degree of micro level precision. Given the divergent functions and variations in managerial proximity, accommodation at senior level may, for example, reside with a more arms-length, defensive posture among sectional representatives. The effects of partnership are ultimately complicated and uneven (see Rittau and Dundon, 2010:24).
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Appendix 1: Means comparing shopfloor and managerial responses to the employee survey.
	Cross-sectional data 2006 	Matched data 2006 and 2008 
	ShopfloorN=309-313	Managers n=75-76	ManagersN=75-76	Managers n=42
Survey Question:			Time 1	Time 2	Time 1	Time 2
I think the [Culture Change] programme is about building better working relationships between the workforce and management.	4.5	4.6	-	-	-	-
I believe the information that senior management provide.	3.6	3.8	3.5	3.8*	3.7	4.1*
I believe a major barrier  [to culture change] is the lack of trust between managers and employees.	4.3	4.1	4.2	3.9*	4.2	3.6**
I do NOT feel secure in my job.	4.1	3.7*	4.0	3.3**	3.8	3.1**
Safety Scale – safety culture 	3.7	3.7	3.6	3.5**	-	-
P<.05 *; P<.01 **; scale 1=strongly disagree to 6=strongly agree. Significant differences were tested using paired t-tests for comparisons over time and ANOVA to compare shopfloor with management. Safety was measured as a composite of 5 items e.g. ‘some people lack concern for their own safety’ and ‘safe working procedures are not enforced’. Score closer to 1 represent a perceived stronger safety environment. Full descriptive statistics for the variables represented  are available as supplementary tables on the WES website.
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